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Among the important contemporary Chinese American writers, Amy Tan is another 
pathfinder besides the most influential writers such as Frank Chin and Maxine Hong 
Kingston. Undoubtedly one of the most popular, Tan holds a notable position and 
deserves a special place in the study of contemporary Chinese American literature. In 
her works, cultural conflicts, generation gap and emotional disturbance appeal to a wide 
circle of readers. Tan is at home at delineating the mother-daughter relationship and 
exploring how to bridge the gap between Chinese immigrant mothers and Americanized 
daughters.  
Having explored the dynamics of the mother-daughter relationship in her first two 
novels (The Joy Luck Club and The Kitchen God’s Wife), Amy Tan turned to the sisterly 
bond in her third novel: The Hundred Secret Senses (1995), which is about the lives of 
two half-sisters—Kwan, who is from China, and Olivia, an American with a Caucasian 
mother. The novel explores Tan’s best-loved themes of family love, cultural identity, 
and Chinese superstition. Unlike her previous two novels which were highly 
complimentary, reviews for her third novel were mixed. After surveying the literary 
review on Amy Tan and her works, I found few critics in China have carried an in-depth 
and comprehensive study on her third novel, especially from the postcolonial 
perstective. So from this critical angle, the thesis focuses on the critical controversy at 
first, then analyzes the Others in the novel from the perspective of postcolonialism, 
explores the universal love through multiculturalism and hybridity, manifests the 
harmonious relationship between people, hoping to provide beneficial enlightenment to 
cultural communication in today’s global context.  
The thesis can be divided into three parts: the introduction, the body and the 
conclusion. The introduction part includes a brief introduction to the development of 
Chinese American Literature, Amy Tan and her works, The Hundred Secret Senses and 
the general survey of literary review on it.  
The body is consisted of four chapters. Chapter One briefly introduces post 















colonialism theory: Edward Said and his Orientalism, Homi Bhabha and his Third 
Space. Chapter Two, Three, and Four form the main body of the thesis: the analysis of 
the Others in Amy Tan’s The Hundred Secret Senses from the perspective of 
postcolonialism, mainly Orientalism and Third Space. Chapter Two illustrates the 
thorough Other Kwan and the other thorough Others from the third world. Chapter 
Three illustrates the partial Other Olivia and the other partial Others from the white 
world. Chapter Four analyzes the alliance reached between the Others and the Whites. 
With the alliance, Olivia achieves her identity pursuit and Tan deconstructs the 
west-east binary opposition through multiculturalism and hybridity.  
The conclusion comes to Amy Tan’s literary achievement: she rebels against 
western hegemony and explores universal love through multiculturalism and hybridity. 
Undoubtedly, in the era of Globalization, Tan’s “hope of building up a harmonious 
society with the peaceful co-existence of different races and cultures” is quite 
representative.  
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When the first Chinese arrived in America, they brought with them culture as 
spiritual backup. They spared no effort in maintaining their native culture as it faded 
away under the influence of the mainstream culture. Literature, the fruit of ancient 
Chinese civilization, became a means to express their confusion and frustration they 
encountered in the host country and their strong attachment to the native culture.  
With the increase of the number of Chinese Americans, there emerged a substantial 
body of publications by them. In terms of Chinese American literature, Chinese scholar 
Cheng Aimin argues in his monograph like this:  
In general, the development of Chinese American literature has undergone 
three main periods: the beginning period is from the end of nineteenth 
century, the turning period is around 1970s-1980s, and from the end of 
1980s to the present is a flourishing period. (程爱民 2) 
To be strict, Chinese American literature began from Pardee Lowe and Jade Snow 
Wong with their respective autobiographical novels Father and Glorious Son in 1943 
and Fifth Chinese Daughter in 1945. Both of these two books were about their 
experiences as American-born Chinese growing up in America and carried a message of 
accommodation and assimilation to the mainstream culture. In 1961, Louis Chu 
published his novel Eating a Bowl of Tea, which was remarkable for its treatment of 
effects of racism and the patriarchal culture in American Chinatown. In the 1970s, there 
appeared some anthologies of Asian Americans’ works edited by a group of writers led 
by the Chinese-American nationalist fighter Frank Chin. The three best known of these 
anthologies are Asian American Authors (1972), Aiiieeeee! An Anthology of Asian- 
American Writers (1974) and Asian American Heritage: An Anthology of Prose and 
Poetry (1974). With the publication of these anthologies the category of Asian American 
literature gained recognition in America. But it was in 1976 when Maxine Hong 
Kingston published The Woman Warrior that Chinese American literature had its first 
impact on the popular American consciousness. Maxine’s initial success has paved the 















way for many young writers and has become a great encouragement for their literary 
creation. From the mid-1970s on, generations of Chinese American writers emerged and 
have earned recognition for the excellence and importance of their works. “Though a bit 
younger when compared with Jewish and African American literature, Chinese 
American literature is finding its way into the dominant culture with the effects and hard 
work of Chinese American writers” (Zhang Longhai 4) . 
Since the 1960s, Chinese American literature is more complex than it has ever 
been in terms of themes, imagery, genre, styles, and temperament. It includes a 
multiplicity of viewpoints about Chinese American life and accurately expresses a 
diversity of experiences and sensibilities. As one critic points out, changes in the 
Chinese and Asian American communities  
have transformed the nature and locus of literary production, creating a 
highly stratified, uneven and heterogeneous formation, that can not easily 
be contained within the models of essentialized or pluralized ethnic 
identity suggested by the rubric Asian American literature. (Koshy 315-6)  
To borrow a traditional Chinese phrase, the Chinese American literature has entered a 
stage in which “a hundred flowers bloom and a hundred schools contend”. “The work of 
contemporary Chinese American writers cuts across lines of age, ethnicity, and gender 
and has achieved a high degree of acceptance in mainstream culture” (Yin 234).  
Among the important contemporary Chinese American writers, Amy Tan is another 
pathfinder besides the most influential writers such as Frank Chin and Maxine Hong 
Kingston. Undoubtedly one of the most popular, Tan holds a notable position and 
deserves a special place in the study of contemporary Chinese American literature.  
Amy Tan, a leading contemporary Chinese American writer, was born in 1952 in 
Oakland, California. Like many Chinese Americans, Amy Tan was raised and educated 
in the dominant western culture. She lived the typical minority experience: at home, she 
was an uneasy Americanized teenager at odds with the expectations of her parents; at 
school, she was isolated as the only Chinese in class and felt like an outsider. She spent 
her childhood attempting to understand and “come to terms with the contradictions 















between her ethnicity and the white mainstream culture” (Huntley 2). 
When she was fourteen years old, Tan’s father and her elder brother both died of 
brain tumor. This sad experience left a long-term shadow on the family. In 1968, 
believing that the misfortune was brought by the imbalanced fengshui of their house in 
Santa Clara, Tan’s sensitive mother took her and her surviving brother to Europe. After 
a month’s drifting, they settled down in Switzerland. There, amid much emotional 
difficulty resulted from the family disaster and improper adaption to the new 
environment, Tan finished high school and the family returned to California. Motivated 
by the passion for language and literature, Amy Tan changed her major from pre-med to 
double major in English and Linguistics, which caused the tense relationship between 
her mother and her (they did not talk to each other for six months), for her parents 
anticipated she would “become a famous neurosurgeon and a concert pianist on the 
side” (Tan 2003:285). Contrary to her parents’ expectation, Tan became a linguistic 
consultant to programs for disabled children, and later a free-lance writer.  
Tan’s literary career was not planned. In fact, she first began writing fiction when 
her psychiatrist fell asleep during the therapy sessions. Meanwhile, Tan’s mother 
suffered from a serious illness, which shocked Tan to examine seriously her relationship 
with her mother. In 1985, Tan experienced a false alarm of her mother’s “death”. When 
waiting anxiously to be connected to the nursing station in intensive care, Tan vowed: 
“If my mother lives, I will get to know her. I will ask her about her past, and this time 
I’ll actually listen to what she has to say. Why, I’ll even take her to China, and yes, I’ll 
write stories about her…” (Tan 2003:358). In 1987, Amy Tan accompanied her mother 
to China. The trip gave her a deep understanding of the two cultures in her heritage and 
inspired her to complete and publish The Joy Luck Club in 1989, which made her “a 
literary star born overnight” (Pico 46) and started a good beginning for her literary life. 
As Tan’s first book, The Joy Luck Club took America by storm. It garnered enthusiastic 
review and remained on the New York Times best-seller list for nine months. In 1993 it 
was made into a successful Hollywood film. From then on, Tan’s works aroused 
attention at home and abroad. 
Tan’s second novel, The Kitchen God’s Wife (1991), was her “second triumph” and 















“attracted a great deal of positive popular and critical attention, and the possibility of a 
film version has been discussed seriously” ( Huntley 11).  In fact, it is as good as, if not 
better than its predecessor. It assures Tan’s status in literature. In The Kitchen God’s Wife, 
Tan rewrites a traditional Chinese myth to debunk the tragic lives of women in old 
China and rebuke the negative part of Chinese traditional culture—patriarchal culture. 
By utilizing Chinese culture as a strategy, Tan constructs a proper cultural identity in 
American mainstream culture. At the same time, she reflects her deep-rooted love for 
the mother culture.  
Tan’s third novel, The Hundred Secret Senses (1995), once again captured the 
reader’s interest for her “distinctive lyrical voice” (title page) and superb storytelling 
ability. The novel had remained on the New York Times best-seller list for three months 
and was short–listed for the Bay Area Book Review’s Prize.  
Tan’s fourth novel, The Bonesetter’s Daughter was published in 2001, and her fifth 
novel Saving Fish from Drowning was published in 2005. Her first work of nonfiction, 
The Opposite of Fate: a Book of Musings, was published in 2003. In addition, Tan has 
written two books for children, The Moon Lady in 1992 and The Chinese Siamese Cat 
in 1994. Tan’s these works also became best-sellers and some of her books were often 
included as part of the multicultural curriculum of high schools and colleges.  
Having explored the dynamics of the mother-daughter relationship in her first two 
novels, Amy Tan turned to the sisterly bond in her third novel: The Hundred Secret 
Senses, which is about the lives of two half-sisters—Kwan, who is from China, and 
Olivia, an American with a Caucasian mother. At the heart of the novel is the complex 
and uneasy relationship between the two sisters and what they have been seeking—an 
integrated self for Olivia and inner peace for Kwan. The novel explores Tan’s best-loved 
themes of family love, cultural identity, and sensational Chinese superstition. 
Employing multiple settings — twentieth-century modern San Francisco and 
Chinese remote village Changmian, as well as nineteenth-century China during the last 
years of the Great Peace Revolution, Amy Tan spins out the story of The Hundred 
Secret Senses across two centuries and two continents, unraveling the mysteriously 
interwoven stories of Olivia and her half sister Kwan, Miss Banner and her loyal 















Chinese friend Nunumu.  
Olivia is born in San Francisco in 1956 to an immigrant Chinese father and a white 
mother from Moscow, she loses her father when she is barely four and henceforth 
suffers from loneliness and hurt from her mother who is busy finding herself new 
partners. When Olivia is nearly six Kwan comes to America from China and from that 
day on, “Kwan was a handy baby-sitter, willing, able, and free” (10).1 Although Kwan 
plays a mother’s role in the family and she likes nothing better than to be by Olivia’s 
side, and Olivia should have been grateful to Kwan, but instead, most of the time, Olivia 
resents Kwan for taking her mother’s place. What is more, Kwan’s animal-like 
inferiority annoys and embarrasses Olivia, makes her “an expert on public humiliation 
and shame” (11), because a “dumb Chink sister” means Olivia is also a “dumb Chink”. 
For Olivia, the worst part is sharing the bedroom with Kwan, because Kwan “has yin 
eyes, she sees and talks to those who have died and now dwell in the world of Yin” (3). 
At night, under the “beautiful American moon”, Kwan would jabber away in miserable 
Chinese and push her Chinese secrets into Olivia’s brain and change how she thought 
about the world. Soon Olivia is even having nightmares in Chinese. 
Infected by Kwan’s nonchalant communication with ghosts, Olivia nevertheless 
grows up half listening to Kwan’s dream-like narratives about yin people and a previous 
life in nineteenth-century China during the last years of the Great Peace Revolution. As 
Kwan claims, in the last lifetime, she is Nunumu, a Chinese village girl who works as a 
laundry servant in a household of English missionaries and Olivia is Nelly Banner, an 
American young lady who works as an interpreter for the missionaries. They develop a 
close friendship. Olivia’s husband Simon is half Chinese-American interpreter Yiban 
Johnson who works for a false American General Cape. Miss Banner has an affair with 
the devil General Cape and later falls in love with genuine Yiban. At first General Cape 
rallies all the Hakkas to fight against the Manchus and then he joins the Manchus and 
betrays his Heavenly King’s brother. He fights for the Hakkas, the Manchus, and the 
British. He makes money from all three and makes enemies among all three. During the 
                                                        
 
1 Tan, Amy. The Hundred Secret Senses. New York: The Random House Publishing Group, 1995. Subsequent 
quotations from the same edition will be marked in this thesis by page number only. 















last days of Great Peace Revolution, Cape puts the whole group of missionaries in 
danger. In order to save Yiban, Miss Banner pretends to love Cape and asks Nunumu to 
take Yiban to hide in the mountain cave, but Nunumu’s unintentional lie causes the 
forever separation between Yiban and Miss Banner. Before she and Miss Banner are 
hung, Nunumu promises to compensate her mistake with unconditional love towards 
Miss Banner in the coming lifetime.  
In the present lifetime, though lives in a modern American ranch-style house in 
Daly City, Olivia loses her father forever when she is barely four and is ignored as well 
as disappointed by her unreliable mother. Olivia has a lonely childhood. Young she is, 
she learns to make things not matter, to put a seal on her hopes and place them on a high 
shelf, out of reach. By telling herself that there is nothing inside those hopes anyway, 
she avoids the wounds of deep disappointment. She forms a distorted logic: If hopes 
never come true, then hope for what you do not want. 
With this suspicious philosophy, Olivia resists Kwan, her half sister from China 
and her virtual “mother”. Instead of being grateful to Kwan’s unconditional love and 
devotion, Olivia hates and hurts Kwan. Further more, Olivia’s suspicious philosophy 
also ruins her own marriage. She doubts her husband Simon’s genuine love for her, 
feeling she is Simon’s late girl friend Elza’s replacement. She uses Elza as a scapegoat 
for all her insecurites. Separated, the middle-aged couple are divorcing. In order to stick 
to her last life’s promise, Kwan comes to America to save and sacrifice for Olivia, even 
at the cost of her own life. Unable to make Olivia believe Simon’s true love and 
maintain the endangered marriage in America, Kwan manages to bring the couple to 
China to save their marriage. In the small Chinese village Changmian, in order to 
exchange Simon out, whose soul gets stuck in the mysterious cave, Kwan enters the 
cave and disappears in Simon’s place. Nine months later, Olivia gives birth to a 
daughter and the divorcing couple are learning to live as a family.    
The half-sisters’ story is attractive and touching, just as Tan’s other 
mother-daughter stories. With her rising fame, Amy Tan has become the interest of 
American academic circle. The year of 1989 and 1991 witnessed great critic success of 
The Joy Luck Club and The Kitchen God’s Wife respectively. After the publication of 















The Hundred Secret Senses, a lot of book reviews and comments began to appear on 
such important media including Newsweek, The New York Times Book Review, Sonoma 
Independent, Bookpage, and Boston Globle, etc.. Of these book reviews, Laura 
Shapiro’s “Ghost Story” mainly focused on “the mystical and supernatural elements” 
(Shapiro 91) in this novel, while Ellen Kanner’s “From Amy Tan, a Superb Novel of 
Two Sisters, Two Worlds, and a Few Ghosts” described Amy Tan’s ability to deal with 
“sisterly relationship spanning two existences” (Kanner 3). Penelope Mecsic’s “Review: 
The Hundred Secret Senses” put emphasis on “the cultural and generational conflicts” 
(Mecsic 16).  
Unlike Tan’s previous two novels which were highly complimentary, reviews for 
the third novel were mixed. On the one hand, it earned kudos from numerous reviewers. 
The Boston Sunny Globe described it as the wisest and most captivating novel Tan has 
written while USA Today maintained The Hundred Secret Senses is Amy Tan’s most 
polished work. Publishers Weekly, a starred review, praised her seductive prose and the 
skill with which she unfolds the many-layered narrative. Newsweek commented that Tan 
has once more produced a novel wonderfully like a hologram and Asian Wall Street 
Journal praised it fascinating because it combined all the elements of a ghost story, a 
love story and an adventure story. Moreover, Gail Caldwell of The Boston Globe 
acknowledged the author’s wisdom and skill at engrossing narration. Penelope Mesic, 
book editor for the Chicago Tribune, lauded the work’s consistency of action and 
abundant details. Their commentary focused on Tan’s most refined quality—her gift for 
complex storytelling. In short, we can use Iain Finlayson’s review of the novel for 
Chinatown News as a summary: “storytelling is Amy Tan’s forte” and he remarked that, 
the sheer buoyancy of Amy Tan’s writing, her spirited genius for 
storytelling, the gutsy humor, the unsentimental expression of emotion, the 
sharp dialogue, and the sheer verve of the narrative as it bounces along 
from modern San Francisco to nineteenth century provincial China, is 
entrancing. (Finlayson 38-9) 
On the other hand, many critics found fault with either Tan’s focus on spirits, 
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